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PREHISTORIC SURVEYS IN THE LIBYAN SAHARA
Elena AA. GarCea*
RESUMEN.- Informe preliminar de la prospección italo-libia de la meseta de Messak Seííafet en el suroeste
de Libia, con el catálogo de los yacimientos registrados que abarcan lasfases achelense, musleriense-ateriense
y neolítica, e incluyen abundantes conjuntos de grabados rupestres.
AssTtzácT.- Preliminary reporí of Ihe Italo-Lybian survey in Ihe Messak Settafet plaíeau (Souíhwest Lybia),
presenting lite catalogue of recorded sites of the Acheulian, Mousterian-Aterian and Neolithic phases, inclu-
ding a number of rock engravings spots.
PAtÁ BRAS Canes Sáhara líbico, Prospección arqueológica, Arte rupestre.
Ka’ WoRns: Lybian Sahara, Archaeological survey, Rock art.
1. THESTUDYAREA
The research given in concession to the Ita-
Io-Libyan Joint Mission for Prehistoric Research in
the Sahara, directed by Fabrizio Mori of the Univer-
sity of Rome “La Sapienza” includes the Tadrart
Acacus mountain range and the Messak (or Amsak)
Settafet (or Sattafet) plateau. The two sandstone out-
crops are located in south-western Libya and are 60-
80km apart (Fig. 1).
The ladran Acacus is known for both its
rock art (Mori 1965) and archacological deposits
(Mori 1965; Barich 1974, 1987; Cremaschi and Di
Lernia in press). On the contrary, the Messak Setta-
fet is renowned for its rock art, particularly engra-
vings, but any other archacological information has
been so-far neglected.
Ihe Messak Settafet is a fiat crescent-sha-
ped hamada and is about 250 km long and 70 km w¡-
de. It appears deeply incised by the valleys of former
wadis, which run from west to east into the basin of
the Edeyen of Murzuk and developed in the Middle
Pleistocene (Cremaschi 1996). Unlike the Tadrart
Acacus, natural rock shelters are very rare, as the lo-
cal sandstone has a different formation and coarser
matrix. The Messak outcrop represents the western-
most edge of tbe Nubian Sandstone (Busche 1980).
The rock art is located along the walls of the wadi
valleys. As it is mostly in the open-air, paintings we-
re less likely topreserve than engravings.
The frequency of rock engravings and the
occurrence of artifactual material on the entire surfa-
ce of the Messak suggested that the plateau was oc-
cupied by different human groups over the Pleistoce-
ne and Holocene periods. Ihus, extensive archacolo-
gical surveys became necessary and were conducted
together with geomorphological and palaeoclimatic
investigations.
Rock engravings were fsrst discovered in
1850 by Heinrich Barth (1857), who visited the IlE-
zzaghen valley. In 1932, Leo Frobenius (1937) began
to collect some documentation on the rock art of the
wadis Tilizzaghen and In Habeter (or Abeter), in the
Bergiug area. Beginning from 1933/34, the Pace-Ser-
gi-Caputo Mission started its research in the region,
but mostly concentrated on the historical cemeteries
around the Germa oasis at the northern foot of the
Plateau (Caputo 1949; Pace, Caputo and Sergi 1951).
In the 1930’s, Paolo Oraziosi (1942) travelled along
the caravan route going from the oasis of El Awaynat
(previously called Serdeles) into the Messak, through
the wadis Tilizzaghen, In Habeter, and Bergiug. Ho-
wever, his systematic research in the area started in
tbe 1960’s (Graziosi 1962, 1970).
More recently, several authors collected sys-
tematic documentations on rock art (Jacquet 1978,
1988; Jelinek 1984a, 1984b, 1985a, 1985b, 1993,
1994; Le Quellec 1984-86, 1987, 1993; Van Albada
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and Van Albada l990a, 1990b, 1992a, 1992b, 1993a,
1993b, 1993c, 1993d, 1994; Gauthier and Gauthier
1992, in press; Lutz and Lutz 1992a, 1992b, 1993a,
1993b, 1994a, 1994b, 1995; Gauthier and Le Quellec
1993; Le Quellec and Gauthier 1993a, 1993b). In a
wider archaeological perspective, the need to incor-
porate rock art in a more complex context, including
alí evidence for human occupations and adaptations
to the geomorphological features of the area and to
the local palaeoclimatic conditions, increased with
the increasing production of documents on rock art.
2. THE RESEARCH
A first part of the work of the Italo-Libyan
Mission was carried out in the central plateau, in the
wadis In Habeter, Tilizzaghen, and In Flobou (Cre-
maschi 1994, 1996); another study area comprised
the southem and the north-eastern parts of the Mes-
sak Settafet (Garcea 1996).
The surveys had different purposes: identifi-
cation of archaeological surface occurrences and an-
thropic deposits; systematic surface collections; exca-
vation of sondages in the open hamada and in rock
shelters (when present); topographic mapping; and
geomorphological and palaeoclimatic investigations.
A f¡rst map based on Landsat images was drafted by
Axel and Anne Marie Van Albada after direct
ground observation. Another map at a scale of
1:250,000 was elaborated from the previous one by
the Italo-Libyan Mission.
The survey in the central area revealed that
more than 60% of the lithics on the surface along the
wadis, and at least 20% in the arcas between the wa-
dis, were archaeological artifacts (Cremaschi 1994).
The only rock cave present in the area was identified
in the wadi Mathendush and contained an anthropic
deposit that was dated between 4565+ 165 and 6825+
90 years HP. Lake basins were located in front of the
central wadis and at least three different lake levels
were recognised. The highest lake level was dated to
6625+100 years HP. An intermediate level was dated
to 8445±160BP and the lowest level to 7325+130
HP (Cremaschi 1994). Thus, we may note that the
occupation of the cave in the plateau followed a reía-
Fig. ¡ .- Map of the Messalc Settafet.
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Table ¡ .- Position fixes in te Messak Settafet.
tively dry episode and corresponded to the largest ex-
pansion of the lake. The evidence is also corrobora-
ted by the palynological occurrences in the cave de-
posit, indicating a shift from humid conditions (with
Cyperaceae, Quercus and Cupressaceae) to a desert
savannah landscape (with Echium, Gramineae, Mae-
run and Acacia) (Trevisan Grandi, Mercuri and Cre-
maschi 1993).
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The survey in the southern and north-eas-
tem parts of the Messak was carried out by the pre-
sent author. Thirty-three sites were identified. They
were plotted on the general map (Fig. 1) with the su-
pport of further ground observation and an Ensign
Trimble Global Positioning System (GPS) rece¡ver.
This instrument could acquire position fixes by trac-
king up to 8 satellites. No measurements based on
less than 4 satellites were recorded. The receiver pro-
vided coordinates and heights a.s.l. with a Dilution
of Precision (OOP) ranging from 1 to 12. It can ob-
1am either two-dimensional position solutions with a
Horizontal Dilution of Precision (HDOP), or three-
dimensional position solutions with PDOP values.
We only took 3-D measurements and rejected alí
PDOP values higher than 6. The receiver also calcu-
lated the range (linear distance in km) and the bea-
ring (angular ditference) between two waypoints. For
each waypoint we took five measures of the latitude
and the longitude and calculated their arithmetical
mean. The accuracy of position fixes has an error of
10-100 m from the actual position of a point. The list
of the sites, together with their data on the coordina-
tes, height, range, bearing, number of received sate-
llites, and PDOP is provided in Table 1 -
3. DISCUSSION
In the southern and north-eastern parts of
the Messak, difterent areas were investigated, both
along the banks of the wadis and on the hamada.
Erosion appeared to have been particularly strong in
the open hamada, as the high frequency of archaeolo-
gical artifacts on the surface suggested. However,
sondages indicated that portions of anthropic depo-
sits were still preserved in the subsurface. The ques-
tion regarding the relation between surface and sub-
surface artifacts requires particular attention in this
region. It must be remembered that anywhere, but
particularly where erosion is very active, their reía-
tionship may not be direct, as suggested in the past
(Redman and Watson 1970).
Here, the surface had been repeatedly distur-
bed by natural agenís and recent human frequenta-
tions, including rock art photographers, tourists, and
oil-well builders. Nevertheless, sampling by intensive
surface collection (in the sense of Flannery 1976)
was made in some particular areas like, for example,
quartzite quarries, which are frequent in the Messak.
Small sondages were excavated to check the informa-
tion on spatial variability resulting from surface co-
llections.
To sum up, most sites appeared to be located
in Ihe middle course of the wadis, ata certain distan-
ce from the outlets into the oper¡ palaeolakes. Acheu-
han evidence was more unusual than Mousterian-
Aterian occupations. suggesting that the mountain
range became increasingly settled in the later Pleisto-
cene.
Quartzite outcrops and workshops were
mainly recorded in the southern plateau, near Ihe wa-
dis lmrawen, Tidwa, and Tin Sharuma. They were
exploited by both Mousterian-Aterian and Neolithic
peoples. Another quartzite outcrop occurred lo the
north, in the wadi Issanghaten, where only Late Neo-
lithic evidence was present. A more intensive occu-
pation of the range was attested lo the Neolithic. Du-
ring these times, the Messak became pafl of a larger
and more systematic settlement organisation, which
included the palaeolakes in the lowlands, as well.
Ihe ecological conditions in the plateau must have
favoured seasonal migrations from the surrounding
lowlands in the Edeyen of Murzuk, buí also the Ede-
yen of Ubari and Ihe Erg Uan Kasa.
Finally, the range remained a safe area for
the subsistence of human groups until very recently,
as the radiometric dates from the excavation of the
deposit in the wadi lssanghaten shelter indicated. In
fact, the two main archaeological layers were dated
to 1775+55 and 2305+65 years BP (Garcea 1996).
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